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 This thesis documents and explores the actor’s approach to and discovery of the values, 
methods and motivations of Sir Toby Belch in the Fall 2015 University Theatre production of 
William Shakespeare’s “Twelfth Night.”  In addition, the author’s second thesis role was as 
Andrew Makepeace Ladd III in A. R. Gurney’s, “Love Letters” produced and performed in 
Kimpel Hall Studio during Spring 2016.  The thesis also includes a personal statement of artistry, 
programs for the thesis related performances, a headshot, resume, production photos and a link to 
the actor’s website. 
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Personal Statement of Artistry 
 Some time ago, I wrote the following personal mission statement:  “To experience joy 
onstage and off.”  To me, each of us is a performer - regardless of our station in life.  Whether in 
a theatre, a classroom or the workplace, each of us performs in some capacity every day.  In “As 
You Like It,” William Shakespeare eloquently instructs us that “All the world’s a stage, and all 
the men and women merely players; they have their exits and their entrances, and one man in his 
time plays many parts.” 
During my three years of study in the Master of Fine Arts program at the University of 
Arkansas Department of Theatre, this mission statement has likewise become my statement of 
artistry.  In every role that I explore and undertake, I look for the joy or the absence of joy that 
resides in each character and hence I can discover the truth of that character.  When I am 
successful in finding and living the truth and values of each character, I am then able to better 
understand what it means to be a human; what it means to live in another’s circumstances and; 
how to better understand and accept the struggles of my fellow brothers and sisters.  Through 
that understanding and acceptance, I am able to experience the joy of discovery, of performance 
and, ultimately, of life.  
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Lovable Rogue:  The Shenanigans of Sir Toby Belch 
 The process for discovering the “lovable rogue” that is Sir Toby began soon after 
“Twelfth Night” casting with a general cast email from director Jenny McKnight.  The email 
outlined McKnight’s overall concept and vision for the production.  This “Twelfth Night” was 
going to be unique and exciting.  What set this production apart was its locale:  New Orleans 
around the turn of the twentieth century during the early days of jazz and the height of the 
infamous Storyville District, a city zone where prostitution and other illicit activities were 
legalized and regulated by the city of New Orleans between 1897 and 1917. 
 The locale served to illuminate the two major themes to be explored in this production: 
the theme of “Restoring Balance” where, as McKnight explained, a “world of opposites and 
extremes…seesaws back and forth until the end where the world becomes balanced and each 
person finds his/her apt partner, his/her best way forward, or his/her just reward” and the theme 
of moving from “darkness…to light.”  The household of Orsino was located in the French 
Quarter representing revelry, openness and light while the household of Olivia was set in the 
more stately, refined area of the Garden District representing mourning, restrictiveness and 
darkness.  The overall set, light, costume and sound design greatly enhanced this central image. 
 In the email, McKnight encouraged the cast to research and discover the rich heritage 
found in New Orleans, most notably, the diverse multicultural complexion, the musical legacy, 
the religious traditions, the Carnival and party atmosphere and the notorious history that defines 
the city.  We were urged to listen to the music of New Orleans, to read books and watch movies 
of the city and the era of which this production would be set. 
 Shortly after receiving McKnight’s email, I stumbled across Ken Burns’ “Jazz,” an 
acclaimed documentary chronicling and celebrating the birth and development of the Jazz 
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phenomenon. The very first episode, titled simply “Gumbo,” focused on the time frame in which 
our “Twelfth Night” production would be set.  The documentary’s photographs, film clips and 
interviews as well as the other historical information from Ms. McKnight provided a wealth of 
information from which to further develop, define and discover the shenanigans and pleasure-
seeking values that Shakespeare had birthed in Sir Toby Belch some 500 years earlier. 
 To truly discover the lovable rogue required extensive study and research with the text 
itself.  The text always provides clues.  These clues can be quite clear and they can be hidden or 
implied.  By digging into the text, consulting reference materials, having individual and group 
conversations with the director and actors, and making discoveries in rehearsal, one can find 
important clues to what the story and the character is all about.  All of these elements provided 
key contributions to a better understanding of Sir Toby, not just who he is as a character, but who 
he is as a human being. 
 We as a cast were fortunate to have McKnight as a director.  Not only did she provide 
tremendous insight and experience into the world of Shakespeare, she provided members of the 
cast with the added benefit of several text rehearsals with Grant Goodman, an excellent and 
experienced Shakespearean actor (and McKnight’s spouse).  The time spent in text study and 
conversations with Goodman and McKnight proved invaluable and opened my eyes to the world 
of Illyria/New Orleans and Sir Toby Belch. 
 An example of one of the discoveries made during study sessions with Goodman was that 
Sir Toby, as Olivia’s uncle, should be assuming patriarchal responsibilities; but, his choosing of 
irresponsible behavior instead, could be a result of the fear that his life may soon be over like 
that of his brother and nephew.  This leads him to grab lustily at whatever time he has left, to live 
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his life as fully and with as much fun as possible.  Sir Toby’s super-objective can be summed up 
simply as “party hardy!” 
 However, there is a problem: money.  In order to live life fully, one must have money, or 
so Sir Toby thinks.  For whatever reason, Sir Toby appears to need money.  We infer that Sir 
Toby has old money; money that could be tied up for some reason such as “land rich, cash poor.”  
Enter Sir Andrew Aguecheek with a solution: access to a sizable amount of money.  If Sir Toby 
can make a match between Olivia and Sir Andrew, thus making Sir Andrew a kinsman, all of Sir 
Toby’s problems will be solved and he can live the remainder of his life happy and carefree. 
 Toby has another problem: Sir Andrew is a complete fool and everyone, including Toby, 
knows it.  While Toby’s knowledge of this allows him to easily manipulate Andrew, it also 
presents him with obstacles in how to make Sir Andrew a presentable and suitable match with 
Olivia.  Working around and in spite of these obstacles leads him to a number of roguish 
shenanigans, many of which blow up in his face but leads to a sort of redemption ultimately. 
 In addition to spending and drinking much of Sir Andrew’s money, there are numerous 
other shenanigans involving Sir Toby Belch.  They include hatching the revenge plot in Act II, 
Scene 3 with Maria, Feste, Fabian and Andrew to make Malvolio believe that Olivia is in love 
with him; the actual gulling scene in Act II, Scene 5 where Malvolio finds the “love letter” 
written by Maria in likeness of Olivia’s handwriting; urging Sir Andrew to challenge Cesario to 
a duel in order to win Olivia’s affection in Act III, Scene 2 culminating in the actual fight in Act 
III, Scene 4; “exorcising the demon” from Malvolio in Act III, Scene 4 and having Malvolio 
locked away as being crazy and possessed; fighting Sebastian in Act IV, Scene 1 resulting in 
Olivia’s rebuke and leading to Sir Toby in Act IV, Scene 2 expressing his desire to have 
Malvolio released. However, Toby has one last run-in with Sebastian offstage prior to his final 
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entrance in Act V, Scene 1. This results in a “bloody coxcomb.”  Sir Toby ultimately marries 
Maria, curtails his drinking and it is assumed that he takes his rightful patriarchal responsibilities 
seriously. 
 Another key discovery that I made with McKnight and Goodman’s assistance was that, 
despite Sir Toby’s unconscionable behavior, trickery and manipulation of Sir Andrew, he truly 
likes the young man and enjoys spending time with him.  Andrew gives Toby vitality and makes 
him feel young again. 
 This discovery led me, again with McKnight and Goodman’s help, to approach the very 
last encounter with Sir Andrew somewhat differently than other productions.  In Act V, Scene 1, 
when Toby enters limping and bandaged after a fight with Sebastian, Sir Andrew offers to help 
Sir Toby in receiving medical attention.  Some past productions have shown Sir Toby to dismiss 
Sir Andrew cruelly, calling him an “ass-head and a coxcomb and a knave; a thin-faced knave, a 
gull.”  Instead of dismissing and ridiculing Andrew, I took the action and tactic of asking for 
Andrew’s help and accepting it in spite of my own behavior as the aforementioned “ass-head.”  
It is my belief that this served to redeem Sir Toby and to give him a better and more positive 
character arc. 
 The rehearsal process was invaluable in discovering the fun and the humanity of Sir Toby 
Belch.  Exploring and playing with the other actors brought Sir Toby to life for me.  The 
direction, understanding, encouragement and freedom that McKnight gave us to try new things, 
new approaches, and just plain “play" provided each of us the opportunity to truly discover our 
characters and the relationships between each one. 
 Sir Toby has a number of values, good and questionable, that drive his behavior and 
character.  They include a love and zest for life; his love for money and status; his love of 
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drinking and eating; his love of women and good parties; his love for his niece; his love and 
admiration of Maria; his love of mischief and practical jokes; his love of song; his fear of death; 
his fear of time slipping away; his love for his friends; his dislike and disrespect of Malvolio; his 
quest for a good time even if it hurts others; his fear of commitment; his fear and/or avoidance of 
taking responsibility; his expectation of others to do their duty regardless that Sir Toby himself 
may do otherwise; and other values that lead to his many shenanigans and that help shape the 
lovable rogue that we have come to know and love as Sir Toby Belch. 
 It was a distinct pleasure and privilege to play Sir Toby and I feel very fortunate to have 
had the opportunity to meet him, discover him and, yes, love him.  While I know there are still 
many layers to uncover and discover in Sir Toby, I can only hope that I brought him alive in 
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Bill Rogers as Andrew Makepeace Ladd III in A.R. Gurney’s “Love Letters.”  Photo printed 






Stephanie Faatz-Murry as Melissa Gardner in A.R. Gurney’s “Love Letters.”  Photo printed with 
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Love Letters will be performed with a 10 minute intermission 
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